An immunohistologic study of the epithelial and lymphoid components of six thymomas.
Six thymomas were classified histologically and studied immunohistochemically with a panel of mouse and rat monoclonal antibodies directed against thymic epithelial and lymphoid components. The antibodies included monoclonal antibodies directed against cytokeratin, medullary epithelial cells (ER-TR5), and HLA-DR and HLA-ABC antigens, as well as antibodies with specificity for thymocytes. Histologically, one thymoma was characterized by epithelial predominance (EP type), two showed lymphoid predominance (LP type), and two showed mixed lymphoid/epithelial composition (MLE type); one thymoma was a malignant pure epithelial thymoma (PE type). In the thymomas of the MLE and EP types the major populations of cells consisted of HLA-DR-negative, cytokeratin-positive epithelial cells with large ER-TR5-positive subpopulations (i.e., the phenotype of medullary epithelium). In the thymomas of the LP type, the neoplastic population was composed of cytokeratin-positive, ER-TR5-negative cells that expressed the HLA-DR antigen (i.e., the phenotype of cortical epithelium). The thymoma of the PE type consisted of cytokeratin-positive cells, some of which were ER-TR5- and HLA-DR-positive. Double immunofluorescence studies revealed the presence of varying numbers of additional nonepithelial (nonlymphoid) HLA-DR-positive cells in thymomas of the LP, MLE, and EP types. The intervening lymphoid population in the thymomas of the LP, MLE, and EP types consisted largely of cortical thymocytes, as defined by immunologic characterization. These results suggest that thymomas can be classified as medullary or cortical epithelial neoplasms on the basis of their immunologic phenotypes.